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THEN, NOW AND THE FUTURE 


THE PUERTO RICANS IN NEWARK 


By: Amilkar Velez-Lopez, J.D., M.S.W. 


The purpose of my speech is to give a brief description of the Puerto 


Rican situation in Newark from 1950 to 1979. 
In 1950 there were 500 Puerto Ricans in Newark and by 1960 this figure 
In 1970 there were 28,000 of us in Newark according 


had increased to 9,000. 
However, the 1970 


to a 1976 United States 
figures are doubtful due to the political games designed to give undercounts 


of minorities and thus result in limitations of the imput of the Puerto Rican 
As a matter of fact, a report published by 


what many 


Civil Rights Commission Report. 


community in political affairs. 
ion after it 


‘the Newark Human Rights Ci 
to be "Mickey Mouse Hearings" subsequent to the 1974 Labor Day Disorders, in 


which two Puerto Ricans were murdered, various estimates were given as to the 


number of Puerto Ricans in Newark which figures ranged from 45,000 to 68,000 


in the year of the riot. A report entitled Hispanic Participation in Manpower 


Programs in Newark indicates that the Puerto Rican Congress estimated that 
there were 55,000 Puerto Ricans in Newark in 1974, comprising 13.7% of the 


total Newark population with 35% of the Puerto Rican families under the fed- 
eral poverty line. In 1978 the Newark Board of Education reported that there 
were 12,600 "Hispanics" in the Newark public school system, «The exact number 
of Puerto Rican students is not known because the Board of Education, for 
whatever reasons, no longer provides a brakedown differentiating between 
“puerto Ricans and other hispanics as it once did. However, if we extrapolate 
from the 1970 Board of Education figures which did have ethnic brakedowns, it 
can be argued that over 80% of the Hispanics are Puerto Ricans. Furthermore, 
it can be argued that the Puerto Rican migration to Newark continues to in- 
crease. For example, in 1970 Elliot Street School had 263 Puerto Ricans, 
Ridge Street School had 43 and Dr. Horton School had 277. The figures for 
1978 were respectively 729, 345 and 561. Therefore, we can assume that there 
has also been an increase in the total number of Puerto Ricans in Newark since 
1970. ‘This assumption goes hand in hand with the projected figures of the 


U.S. Department of Labor which indicate that there will be an increase in 
the number of Puerto Ricans in the labor force and, ipso facto, in the 
general population. 

Puerto Ricans came to Newark for the same reasons we migrated to other 
We came because of economic reasons. Many of us came 


U.S. cities and towns. 
searching for better educational opportunities, others came to work as sea- 
we 


sonal workers in farms and still others came to work in the factories. 
all came searching for a better way of life, for higher wages, for decent 
housing, for a valid education, but, unfortunately, that was not to be in 
many, many cases. Surveys have indicated that there is a direct relation- 
ship between migration by Puerto Ricans and economic conditions in the 
United States. When job opportunities in the United States increase, migra- 
tion to the United States increases, when job opportunities decline, migra- 
tion declines. As a matter of fact a recent study by Dr. Rita Maldonado 
indicates that the level of welfare payments and unemployment compensation 
in the United States is not a decisive factor encouraging Puerto Ricans to 
migrate. In point of fact, during the 1970-80 decade there has been a net 
return migration to Puerto Rico (often called reverse migration) mainly due 
to the bad economic conditions in the United States. 
If you were to ask who are the migrants this is what you would find. 
Over 85% of the people coming from Puerto Rico are under 35 years of age. 
Three fourths have completed 8 years of school or less and about one third 
have attended high school while not too many have finished a college educa- 
tion. Most are either unskilled or semi-skilled workers. Within the Puerto 
Rican community living in the continental United States, only 1.5% are 65 
years or older with a median age of 19.6 years. However, the New Jersey 
median age for Puerto Ricans is 17.5 years. 83% report Spanish as the mother 
Puerto Ricans have younger and larger families with nearly 10% of 
Furthermore, 30% of the 


tongue. 
Additionally, 


Puerto Rican families having 5 or more children. 
Puerto Rican families in the United States are headed by women 
there is an increasing rate of inter-ethnic marriages with 50% of United 


States born Puertp Ricans marrying non-Puerto Ricans. 
on that can be asked is whether the educational syst: 


Another ques, 
preparing the Puerto Rican youngster for entry into the labor force or entry 
I believe that it is not doing this. For example, in 


into higher education. 


1971 there were only 100 Puerto Ricans who graduated from the high schools in 


Newark while in 1978 there were 418 "Hispanics" in the 12th. grade, of whom 


a good number are Cubans and other Hispanics. We are still experiencing a 


very high "push out" or "drop out" rate, perhaps approaching or exceeding 


90% in some schools. Our children are leaving the schools and entering the 


job market without any skills to sell. 
This problem, which also occurs in other cities, results 


They are thus, not employable and 


often not employed. 
in depression-era figures of unemployment within the Puerto Rican community, 
which often exceed 30% among the labor force and over 80% among our young 
people. Less than 5% of our children are going on to college and while we 
make up over 15% of the total Newark population we only make up 5% of the 
Additionally, 50% of our people who hold employment 


employee population. 
10% as laborers, 1% as 


work as operatives, 12% as crafstmen and foremen, 
professionals and the rest work in clerical or menial jobs. Meanwhile, this 


society is becoming more technical - a technocracy if you will, however, there 
are few Puerto Ricans in vocational or technical types of programs or schools 


in the Newark area. I believe that there are certain contributing factors 
that result in these conditions. Among them are teacher attitudes with 
teachers who do not teach, can not teach or feel that Puerto Ricans cannot 

Guidance counselors who do not 


learn and thus make minimal efforts to teach 
counsel. Home problems such as the fact that the average Puerto Rican has an 
eight grade education and is Spanish dominant therefore, often unable to help 
his or her child with school or even motivating the child to pursue education. 
The attitudes of many youngsters who out of frustration stay out of school by 
cutting classes or by being absent thus ensuring that they will fail and 
hereby continue the vicious cycle of absences and failures. The lack of 
Puerto Rican professionals to serve as role models and finally, the identity 


crisis and the clash of the generations. As my friend Julian Rivera, a social 


workers+in New York City, has stated, "The problem of identity is much more 
critical among our second generation Puerto Ricans (those born and or raised 
in the United States) for in fact they are much more marginal than their 


However, the second generation of Puerto Ricans invariably has a 


parent: 
markedly Puerto Rican upbringing, but as soon as he goes to an elementary 


school he begins to be influenced by a wide variety of cultural sources, 


mostly by the American model which clearly suggests that the ideal is to be 
white, English speaking and middle class. The child then compares his parents 
culture with the new one and the result tells him that his parents culture is 
inferior. 


The basis for the comparison, although narrow, subjective and naive, 
is nevertheless very real to the child. 


The evidence is very concrete; the 
sophisticated political and economic power, ways of dressing and social ac- 
tivities are in marked contrast to his upbringing. The conclusion is that 
there is something wrong with his parent's culture. 


His defense mechanisms 
then force the youngster to reject his parent's culture and unquestionably 
accept the new model. The conflict is to accept and reject at the same time — 
to know what he is, but not to fully understand, comprehend or like it. At 
times this results in some of our youngsters trying be "Hispanic" and others 
trying to identify with Blacks. Some of our youngsters have now taken to 
walking around with "music boxes" - huge portable radios and tape players 
which loudly play disco music as if to say "Here I am, I am different." 


Fortunately, a new Puerto Rican awareness has been developing as evidenced 


by the establishment of Puerto Rican studies programs in colleges and univer- 
sities a 


s well as by groups and agencies such as Aspira, Estampas de Borinquen, 
PRO, Congreso Boricua, Casa Don Pedro, Puerto Rican Legal Committee, etc. 


The 
release of the four Puerto Rican nationalists who were incarcerated for over 
25 years further strengthens this new awareness among our young Puerto Ricans. 
The end result of this new awareness is a new sense of pride and a concern 


for Puerto Rican issues, as evidenced by your presence here today, and a com- 
mitment to work on behalf of the community. 


1f you have read a report entitled Equality in Edu 


tional Opportunities 
you will readily see that the average Puerto Rican child lags behind both the 


urban whites and urban blacks in verbal ability, reading comprehension and 
mathematics. Test scores of 6th. grade students place the average Puerto 
Rican child 3 years behind the average white urban child in all three cate- 
gories and one year behind the black child. 

As Lhe report entitled The Loosers states, "Relatively speaking, the 
longer the Puerto Rican child attends public school the less he learns." It 
is because of this‘that I call for a more effective, meaningful bilingual 
education program at all levels, including special education. 


There are 


documented instances where bilingual students have been deprived of English 
as a second language classes because the teachers were assigned other tasks. 
These students do not then learn English because of the sabotaging by some 

school personnel and then the program is accussed of being ineffective. This 


must cease. 
We also need to stop Mayor Kenneth Gibson from continuing with his bla- 
tantly political games with the Newark Board of Education as evidenced by the 


disrespectful way in which he failed to re-appoint Dr. Hilda Hidalgo to the 
Board of Education. Gibson should never have been given the "Sol de Jayuya" 
Award. But most of all, we need more meaningful participation by the parents 


and other community members. 
But before we address these issues, we must first address the lack of 


organization and effective participation of the Puerto Rican community. 
Effective organization can only be achieved when the various Puerto Rican 
identities and groups are reconciled and the different generations and 
philosophics are able to work together for the benefit of the whole conmunity 
Here in Newark we have been particularly ineffective in the political 
arena. We have run some candidates for councilman and freeholder positions 
Even though we were the decisive factor in Peter 


but have yet to elect on 
Shapiro's trimph we have yet to see many results from the country government. 


Although we helped Kenneth Gibson get re-elected he has given us nothing but 
disrespect, crumbs and firings. For example, in 1978 there were 38 hispanic 
policemen in Newark and today there are 27 hispanic policemen of whom perhaps 


20 are Puerto Ricans out of a total police force of 948. 
Oftentimes we do not register to vote 


Part of the blame lies with us. 
We also often fight against 


or if we register we do not go out to vote. 
' and no one wants to be a 


eachother because everyone wants to be a "caciqu: 
The time has come for us to work to- 


"indio." The time has come to unite. 
gether to fight the forces that keep us without political representation, the 


we 


forces that keep us without jobs, without a decent education and without de- 
cent housing. We need to work together as one people - como una famili: 

must, if we are to*survive in this society, protect, enlarge, and support our 
programs and agencies and establish new ones by demanding financial and other 
help from the city, county, state and federal governments as well as from the 
private sector. We must stop the backstabbing which is killing the progress 


of our community- 
LA CONSIGNA ES - UNIDOS TRIUNFAREMOS, DIVIDIDOS NOS DESTRUIREMOS. 


